We propose that the predator-prey relationship between California ground squirrels, Spermophilus beecheyi beecheyi, and northern Pacific rattlesnakes, Crotalus viridis oreganus, offers a compelling analogy with the well-studied case of intraspecific fighting and assessment. Because ground squirrels frequently place themselves at risk by harassing rattlesnakes, they stand to benefit from assessment strategies which serve to mediate risk. For example, larger and warmer snakes are more dangerous than smaller and cooler ones. These determinants of dangerousness covary with acoustic characteristics of the rattling sounds elicited by squirrel harassment. To determine whether squirrels use these acoustic cues regarding rattlesnake body size and body temperature, we played back rattling and control sounds to individuals in a population of free-living squirrels. The squirrels clearly associated rattling sounds with rattlesnakes and proved capable of assessing both determinants of rattlesnake dangerousness on the basis of acoustic cues. Several features of squirrel behaviour covaried with these acoustic cues, including tail flagging, bipedal posture, and hesitancy to reapproach the area where the rattle was heard. Many of these behavioural differences were sustained for up to 10 min postplayback.
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In an earlier paper (Swaisgood et al. 1999) , we argued that in contrast to the substantial literature on assessment of fighting ability in intraspecific contests, risk assessment in interspecific conflict, such as that between predator and prey, has received relatively little empirical and theoretical attention (Archer 1988; Lima & Dill 1990) . Cases where interspecific conflict may be analogous in form or function to intraspecific conflict invite application of the well-developed theory from intraspecific conflict. Conceptual parallels are most likely in cases where prey species actively confront and harass predators and where such 'contests' are prolonged (e.g. mobbing). Do these contests give rise to the evolution and development of complex assessment strategies or is there something special about interspecific conflict that prevents such tight coupling? Archer (1988, page 66), for example, suggests that antipredator behaviour is 'unlikely to involve complex assessment strategies'. In contest situations, an assessment strategy can be defined as the 'rules of thumb' (sensu Bouskila & Blumstein 1992) that an animal uses to estimate potential risks and payoffs. Rules of thumb involve capitalizing on cues afforded by opponents as aids in decision making, and selecting the most effective tactics to employ to minimize the costs of the contest while maximizing the probability of winning (Parker 1974; Enquist et al. 1990 ). In particular, decisions regarding whether to escalate a contest are governed by assessment strategies. Assessment should be viewed as an active process (Gibson 1966) , capitalizing on cues, whether or not they are specialized for communication, and sometimes involving active probing of others to produce useful feedback (Owings & Morton 1997 , 1998 . Sensitivity to feedback in proximate time frames shapes the managerial tactics that animals employ to alter the opponent's behaviour in the manager's own self-interest. This paper explores the role of feedback to California ground squirrels, Spermophilus beecheyi beecheyi, during their interactions with northern Pacific rattlesnakes, Crotalus viridis oreganus. Although rattlesnakes are the
